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7.     Choosing The Goal 
7.1  Introduction 

 
Foster care goals have been established by state law in order to assure permanent 
planning for the child.  The service plan for the child must specify one of the 
permanency goals listed below.  The service plan should also specify the concurrent 
goal in those cases where an alternative permanency goal has been established.  It 
must also document specific reasons why a particular goal has been selected and the 
reason for selection of a lower ranked goal over one of higher rank.  The Foster Care 
goals are listed in a hierarchy indicating the order in which the goal must be addressed 
by the local department of social services.  Refer to Section 9: Service Delivery for 
more information about each goal.   

 
  Goals, in order of priority, are: 
  

7.2  Return To Parent(s) Or Prior Guardian 
 

The intent of this goal is to return the child to the parents or prior custodian when it can 
be safely accomplished.  Reunification is the planned process of safely reconnecting 
children, their families, and their communities.  This is the highest priority goal and, in 
most cases, is the initial goal chosen when a child comes into foster care.  Refer to 
Section 9.3 for information related to service delivery for this goal. 

 

7.3  Placement With Relatives 
 

The intent of this goal is to place the child with relatives and transfer custody to 
relatives.  Refer to Section 9.4 for additional information on this goal. 

 
7.4  Adoption 
 

The intent of this goal is to achieve a permanent home for a child through adoption.  
The Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 requires that an agency petition for 
termination of parental rights of a child if the child has been in care for any 15 of the 
last 22 consecutive months.  An agency would not petition for termination of parental 
rights if: 

 
 It can document and provide compelling reasons why it is not in the best interests of 
the child to terminate parental rights,  

 
 The child resides with relatives, or  

 
 Services have not been provided to the parent to return the child home safely. 
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Refer to Section 9.5 for information on providing services to achieve the goal of 
adoption.  An agency may choose adoption if one or more of the following conditions 
can be documented:   

 
 The child has been abandoned by the parent(s) and their identity cannot be 

determined.  After three months no one has come forward to identify or claim a 
relationship to the child.  (§16.1-283 D) 

 
 The parent(s) have disappeared or failed to maintain continuous contact with 

the child after foster care placement for a period of six months or more.  
(§16.1-283 C.1) 

 
  Living with the parent(s) would be dangerous and detrimental to the child's 

health and welfare. (§16.2-283 b) 
 

 The parent(s) is unable to correct the conditions that led to the child’s foster 
care placement.  (§16.1-283c) 

 
 Conditions in the family situation, including parent/child or sibling relationships, 

are harmful to the child. (§16.1-283B). 
 
7.4.1 UThe parent has been convicted of serious crimes  
 

 The parent has been convicted of murder or voluntary manslaughter, or a 
felony attempt, conspiracy, or solicitation to commit such an offense 
against (i) a child of the parent, (ii) a child with whom the parent resided 
at the time of the offense, or (iii) the other parent of the child. 

 
 The parent has been convicted of felony assault or bodily wounding 

resulting in serious bodily injury or felony sexual assault of (i) a child of 
the parent or (ii) a child with whom the parent resided at the time of the 
offense.  Serious bodily injury means bodily injury resulting in substantial 
risk of death, extreme physical pain, protracted or obvious disfigurement, 
or protracted loss or impairment of a bodily member, organ, or faculty.  

 
• A parent has subjected any child to aggravated circumstances.  

Aggravated circumstances mean torture, chronic or severe abuse, or 
chronic or severe sexual abuse where the victim is (i) a child of the parent 
or a child with whom the parent resided at the time such conduct occurred 
and includes the failure to protect a child from such conduct where that 
conduct or failure to protect (i) demonstrates depraved indifference to 
human life, or (ii) resulted in the death of a child or serious bodily injury to 
ca child.  Chronic abuse or chronic sexual abuse means recurring acts of 
physical abuse that place the child’s health, safety or well-being at risk.  
Severe abuse and severe sexual abuse means may include an act or 
omission that occurred only once but meets the definition of “aggravated 
circumstances.”  (§16.1-281 (b) and § 16.1-283 (e)). 

• The local board having custody is not required to make reasonable efforts 
to reunite the child with a parent convicted of a serious crime against 
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such child or any other child who resided with such parent at the time of 
such offense. (§16.1-283 e) 

• A sibling of the child has had parental rights involuntarily terminated.  
(§16.1-283 e and f) 

• The parent(s) has requested to be relieved permanently of responsibility 
for the child. (§16.1-278.3) 

• One or both of the parents have died and the surviving parent or family 
members are unable or unwilling to take responsibility for the child. 
(§16.1-283 c) 

 
7.5  Permanent Foster Care  
 

Selection of this goal and placement of a child in a permanent foster home occurs only 
after a determination that the return home, placement with relatives, or adoption of the 
child are not reasonable alternatives.  This goal is selected when the child has 
developed a relationship with a foster family.  The intent is for the child to remain with 
the foster family permanently.  Refer to Section 9.6 for more information about 
permanent foster care. 

 
7.5.1 ULegal Authority for Permanent Foster Care (§63.2-908) U 

 
 The agency must petition the court to approve a permanent foster care 

placement for a child.  A residential facility is not a permanent foster care 
placement. 

 
 The court must determine that diligent efforts have been made to return 

the child home, place the child with relatives, or place the child for 
adoption prior to approving the permanent foster home placement. 

 
 The court order approving the permanent foster care placement must 

specify (i) the nature and frequency of visitation by the birth parents, and 
(ii) any modifications in rights and responsibilities of the foster parents 
that differ from those provided in §63.2-908. 

 
 

 7.5.2 UOther Considerations in Choosing This Goal 
 

 Permanent foster parents have legal authority to consent to 
surgery, military service, marriage, application for driver's license 
and college admission, and other activities requiring parental 
consent and should be willing to assume most of these 
responsibilities. 

 
 A positive relationship should exist between the child and the 

foster parents. 
 The child should be age 12 or over.  In some situations, 

permanent foster care may be appropriate for younger children; 
for example, when a younger child is to be placed with older 



VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SERVICES FOSTER CARE 
March 2007 VOLUME VII, SECTION III, CHAPTER B  SECTION/PAGE 7-4 
 

siblings.  In these situations, the foster care and adoption regional 
consultants must be contacted before the petition is filed for the 
permanency planning hearing.  The purpose of this contact is to 
ensure that the higher-ranking goals have been considered 
appropriately. 

 
 

 7.5.3 UThe Permanent Foster Care Agreement U (§§63.2-908, 63.2-902) 
 

The local department of social services must enter into a written agreement with 
the permanent foster parents which describes the roles and responsibilities of the 
foster parents, local department of social services, and parent(s).  The 
agreement should include any requirements on the court order.  

 

7.6  Independent Living 
This goal may be chosen for youth, ages 16 and over, who are preparing for 
independent living when all other goals have been considered and are not feasible.  This 
goal does not require that the youth be living in an independent living arrangement.  
Refer to Section 9.7 for additional information. 
 

7.7  Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement 
The selection of “another planned permanent living arrangement” (§16.1-282.1. a) is 
appropriate only if the child has a severe and chronic emotional, physical or neurological 
disabling condition for which the child requires long-term residential treatment of six 
months or longer. 

   
The agency proposing this goal for a child must document the following in the foster care 
service plan: 

 
 The agency has thoroughly investigated the feasibility of the following 

placement alternatives: return to parent(s) or prior custodian, placement 
with relatives, adoption, permanent foster care, and independent living, 
and determined why none of these alternatives are currently in the child’s 
best interest; 
 

 Compelling reason(s) why none of the alternative goals are achievable for 
this child at this time; 

 
 Identity of a long-term residential treatment service provider; 
 Nature of the child’s disability; 

 
 Anticipated length of time required for the child’s treatment; and 

 
 Status of the child’s eligibility for admission and long-term treatment. 

 
If the court approves the goal of “another planned permanent living arrangement” for a 
child, the court must schedule a foster care review hearing to be held within six months 
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from the date of the permanency planning hearing to review the child’s placement in 
“another planned permanent living arrangement.”  At the conclusion of the foster care 
review hearing, if the goal of “another planned permanent living arrangement” remains 
the permanent plan, the court must indicate on the order that reasonable efforts have 
been made to place the child in accordance with the permanency plan.  The court must 
also continue to monitor the child’s status with a hearing every six months and each 
order must indicate reasonable efforts have been made in accordance with the 
permanency plan. 
 
The agency must file a petition for a foster care review no later than 30 days prior to the 
scheduled six-month hearing. 

 
If at any time during the six-month period, the treatment provider determines the child no 
longer needs long-term residential treatment, the agency shall begin to plan for post 
discharge services and, within 30 days, petition the court for a permanency planning 
hearing.  The court shall schedule the hearing to occur within 30 days of notification. 

 
 

7.8  Continued Foster Care 
 
Continued foster care cannot be achieved and should only be chosen when all others goals 
have been excluded. 
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